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Abstract 
This study explores working-class males' engagement with high school education as 
statistically this group are underachieving and the chosen city in the North-West of 
England has been highlighted as an area of particular concern. Questionnaires and 
semi-structured interviews were used in an attempt to establish which issues 
affected their engagement in school, allowing a critical insight into their attitudes 
towards education. 
 
Findings indicate that there are a range of factors causing the educational 
disengagement of working-class boys in the city, ranging from deprivation to the 
content of the curriculum. The combination of causes is complex and varies between 
individuals, although the most common obstacle seems to be relationships between 
teachers and participants, with the issue of ‘relate-ability’ particularly evident. 
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Introduction 
 
The purpose of the research upon which this paper is based was to investigate 
working-class males' engagement with high school education within a city located in 
the North-West of England, the rationale being that boys are underachieving in 
school nationally (Department for Education, 2014) and that there is 'significant 
underachievement of children from low-income families' (Ofsted, 2013, p5). The 
implications of this are significant and well documented. A lack of qualifications often 
result in limited labour market opportunities (McIntosh & Houghton, 2005), as well as 
an increased risk of becoming NEET (not in education, employment or training) 
(Ross, 2009). There are also links between educational disengagement and other 
negative outcomes such as drug and alcohol use (Beinart et al., 2002) and early 
parenthood (Hosie, 2007). 
 
The motivation for this study derives from particular concerns about the future of 
working-class boys in this city, whilst also attempting to identify anything that may be 
unique to the city. This research is underpinned by my current role, which involves 
primarily working with young men who are overwhelmingly working-class and who 
have been referred to the service due to educational disengagement. The 
engagement of young people is crucial as recent legislation has raised the 
participation age, first to 17 by the year 2013, and then 18 by 2015 (Ross, 2009). 
Furthermore, the annual schools report by Ofsted in 2013 concluded that:  

 
We have major concerns over secondary school provision in a number of 
local authority areas. It is unacceptable that in 13 local authorities, less than 
half of secondary students attend a good or outstanding school. Schools in 
these areas often have a range of underlying weaknesses, including high 
levels of exclusion and persistent absence (Ofsted, 2013, p6).  

 
To put the research in context, this city has only 47 percent of pupils attending good 
or outstanding secondary schools (Ofsted, 2013). This means that High Schools in 
this particular area would rank in the bottom 10 out of the 150 local authorities in 
which inspections were carried out. With girls outperforming boys academically, it is 
argued that:  

 
The gender gap arises mainly because of differences between boys and girls 
in language  and literacy skills, reflected in differences in performance in 
English and other subjects which are literacy based (DfES, 2007, p5). 

 
The same paper provides evidence of educational experiences in relation to gender, 
finding that 'boys account for 80 percent of permanent exclusions and three quarters 
of fixed-term exclusions' (DfES 2007, p6) and that 'these trends are apparent both 
from historical data and from English exam records going back 60 years' (DfES 
2007, p5). So, this study aims to contribute to an ongoing debate, focussing on a city 
in North-West England. In that debate, Connelly (2006), identified the 'interactions 
effects model' which predicts that differences between girls and boys are not stable 
but vary across ethnic groups and/or social class. As a result, the gap in attainment 
is not related only to gender, but is also attributed to a combination of social class 
and gender or ethnicity and gender (Connelly, 2006).  
 



Historical Perspective & Policy 
Until the late-1980s, policymakers were concerned with the educational 
underachievement of girls. The early-1990s saw a major change as girls began to 
out-perform boys across all levels of the educational system (Browne & Mitsos, 
1998). However, it is important to recognise that focusing on gender alone and 
disregarding crucial factors such as social class is too simplistic, because not all 
boys underachieve (Ofsted, 2013). In 2009, a longitudinal study analysing 
disengagement from education among 14-16 year olds in England concluded that 
'those most at risk of disengaging were white, male, and young people from more 
disadvantaged backgrounds' (Ross, 2009, p1).  
 
A study conducted over fifty years ago (Jackson & Marsden, 1962) exploring 
education and the working-class offers useful theory in terms of educational 
disengagement historically. The research is comparable to this study in terms of 
location, with both studies conducted in northern towns or cities. Due to de-
industrialisation, young people are denied the opportunity to work alongside adults 
and 'where society does not permit the adolescent to assume a social role 
compatible with his physical and intellectual development, but keeps him 
dependent.... adult maturity is come by with more difficulty' (Jackson & Marsden, 
1966, p223-224). This study concludes that working-class young people have always 
disengaged from education although disengagement would not have been seen as a 
problem as manual jobs were more readily available in the 1960s. This sent the 
message that there was no need for boys to apply themselves in the classroom as it 
was not necessary to gain employment, resulting in a working-class culture not 
concerned with the promotion of boys' academic attainment (Burns & Bracey, 2001). 
Educational disengagement among working-class boys was not highlighted as a 
concern and traditionally policymakers paid little attention to such matters. 
Undoubtedly, though, the school system has changed over the past half century with 
the majority of grammar schools being replaced by comprehensive schools and 
more recently academies and free schools in which Ofsted inspections often demand 
an improvement in educational standards, particularly in schools located in poorer, 
working-class neighbourhoods (DfE, 2014). Schools are then placed into league 
tables and forced to compete with one another. Consequently, schools may be 
tempted to focus time and resources on those most likely to achieve in an attempt to 
move up in this 'attainment league' (MacDonald & Marsh, 2005). However, Hatcher 
explains that: 

 
It should be emphasised that raising levels of pupil achievement does not 
necessarily entail reducing educational inequalities...standards can rise while 
the equality gap widens (Hatcher, 1997, p9). 
 

A strong case can be made that one consequence of this school competition is that 
many working-class boys fail to receive the support they require to enable them to 
maximise their potential. This links with Paulo Freire's (1996) argument that the 
education system cannot work effectively if it fails to acknowledge the issues 
students bring with them to school, which may make education almost irrelevant to 
the individual's situation. Arguably, such processes could contribute towards working-
class boy’s disillusionment and consequent disengagement with education. A study 
conducted into educational standards in Middlesborough (Simpson and Cieslik, 
2000) supports the argument that academically-weaker pupils are neglected in 



favour of those deemed more likely to achieve academically; and as working-class 
boys are known to be underachieving nationally (DfE, 2014), arguably, they are, 
most likely to be affected.  
 
The impact of government policy is worthy of consideration. The Home Office (1997) 
produced a paper with an emphasis on a zero-tolerance approach to anti-social 
behaviour, predominantly displayed by working-class males (Epstein et al., 1998). 
These negative portrayals suggest that they don't know how to behave and need to 
be controlled. It could be argued though that this group of young men may, in fact, 
respond by internalising these portrayals and, as thus behave accordingly. Although 
Frantz Fanon's (1961) ideas around consciousness were written concerning black 
people in particular, his theory may also be relevant to white working-class boys. 
Consequently, 'bad behaviour' would transfer into the classroom environment with 
those working-class males, targeted by the paper Bridging the Gap (SEU, 1999), 
becoming so disillusioned that they either avoid the system or rebel (Colley & 
Hodkinson, 2001). New Labour (SEU, 1999) policy aimed at tackling social exclusion 
strongly implies that both the causes and solutions to educational disengagement lie 
within the school's system. It also suggests that this can be addressed whilst 
operating within the government's current guidelines. Colley & Hodkinson (2001), 
however, argue that government policy fails to address the structural causes of 
disengagement, such as class. They raise the fundamental point that such 
approaches may not actually offer a solution, but may instead be part of the problem. 
It may then be that the current drive towards higher educational attainment forces 
institutions to exclude those who are unable to achieve the required standard, rather 
than creating a space for them to thrive.      
 
There is also a suggestion that the cause of educational disengagement amongst 
boys is due to the feminisation of the education system, mainly concerned with the 
introduction of coursework with evidence concluding that coursework favours girls 
and exams favour boys (Browne & Mitsos, 1998), but also concerning the workforce 
and content of the curriculum. However, middle-class boys still do well in education, 
therefore the difference may be explained in terms of the amount of encouragement 
young people get from parents surrounding coursework. The idea of a feminised 
curriculum does however, seem to ignore the fact that historically, there were 
significant barriers to girls' achievement in school (Epstein et al., 1998).  
 
The ‘discovery and discussion of alienated pupil sub-cultures has been a staple of 
educational ethnography for years' (MacDonald & Marsh, 2005, p53). Furthermore, 
Willis (1977) argued that the reason for working class kids' disengagement with 
education was down to cultural resistance, or in other words, their refusal to conform 
to middle-class values, which are systematically entrenched within the education 
system – although whether working-class boys today actually have any 
comprehension or consciousness about middle-class values, is, at least, 
questionable. Brown (1987) challenges Willis' line of argument, by suggesting that 
working-class cultures and negative attitudes towards education differ locally and are 
shaped in the form of labelling by the varying school systems. Either way, there is 
arguably a culture among working-class boys to 'misbehave at school': it is simply 
not 'cool' to be clever (Epstein et al., 1998). If you are male and attend a state school 
located in an economically deprived area, the pressure to conform, the desire to 'fit 
in' with one's peers who are 'acting up' in the classroom can be overwhelming. If you 



are brave enough to go against this and engage with high school education, falling in 
to what Brown (1987) would describe as a 'positive', you run the risk of being 
branded a 'geek' or a 'muppet'. Nowadays such terms are used to describe young 
people who are 'good' at school, and bullying is often a consequence of these labels 
(MacDonald & Marsh, 2005).  
 
With teaching becoming an increasingly female dominated profession (Epstein et al., 
1998) a lack of male role models within the education system is a consequence. 
After all, it is a common view that 'if a boy does not have a community of men, then 
he is likely to look elsewhere for his role models' (Sax, 2007, p170). A participant in a 
1994 study summed this up by saying: 

 
The male teachers were nothing like my father and the female ones nothing 
like my mother, or any other relatives, come to that' (Bourke, 1994, p121). 
  

The argument that working-class boys struggle to relate to teachers may be relevant, 
although there could be additional or new aspects to consider in contemporary 
Britain. This is an area in which, arguably, there is a gap in the literature. One 
concern could be that many professionals have little understanding as to what 'type' 
of male the working-class boys of today would see as potential role models. The idea 
that working-class boys see teachers as role models could be far from reality.  
 
A new idea, and one which cannot be ignored in 21st century Britain, is that for many 
working-class young men, appearance matters. We live in a capitalist society and as 
a result, an extremely materialistic culture has developed amongst many young 
people, the pressures of which may be intensifying. It therefore cannot be ignored as 
many working-class young men judge people simply by the brand of footwear or 
clothing they wear. Consequently, whether or not a person is wearing the clothing 
they desire, or wear themselves, could now be a barrier towards the development of 
positive relationships between teachers and working class boys. This is an especially 
important point as there is no evidence to suggest that the education system 
currently recognises this as an issue. This could be linked to what Sax (2007) 
describes as the widening gap between generations, which is a cause for concern.  
  
Research Aims 

 To explore the attitudes disengaged working-class boys have towards 
education 

 To establish contributing factors towards disengagement 
 To identify what working-class boys aspire to 
 To allow space for barriers towards engagement with education to be 

identified. 
 
Out of these aims came the following:- 
 
Research Questions 

1. What are the current attitudes of working-class boys towards education? 
2. What are the barriers to learning and positive engagement within schools and 

pupil referral units from their perspective?  
3. What do working-class young men aspire to? 

 



In an attempt to answer these research questions, the chosen strategy was a survey, 
with a mixed-methods approach (Denscombe, 2010), made up of a selected sample 
of working-class males of high school age currently being educated in the city. The 
research methods used were questionnaires and semi-structured interviews.  
 
Research Methods 
As the research participants were young men disengaging from education, 
consideration was given to the likelihood of low participation in the questionnaire 
survey, particularly concerning the use of open questions. Whilst one advantage with 
open questioning is that they are more 'likely to reflect the full richness and 
complexity of the views held by the respondent' (Denscombe, 2010, p165), a 
disadvantage is that greater effort, thought and time is required by the respondents 
(Denscombe, 2010). This increases the risk of a lack of engagement from 
participants, although the respondent’s familiarity with the researcher reduced this. A 
small-scale research study (Cochrane, Brenda & Jones, 2010) is comparable to this 
study as the researcher successfully used existing relationships with participants as 
a tool when collecting data. It was suggested that having being previously 
acquainted, participants felt able to talk honestly. 
 
The use of closed questions within a questionnaire to gather the majority of data in a 
social science research project may seem limited as 'closed questions, in general, 
lend themselves to the production of quantitative data' (Denscombe, 2010, p166). 
These, though, were the main focus in an attempt to gain a picture of the challenges 
participants faced throughout their education. It is impossible to interpret the findings 
as facts as questionnaires gather personal thought and opinion at a particular time, 
however the data is consistent as participants answered identical questions, and as 
a result, reliability is improved, providing standardised data (Denscombe, 2010). 
 
Sample 
The chosen sample was comprised of 23 young men who resided in the city and 
were currently being educated in state schools, academies or pupil referral units. The 
participants were young men who had previously been referred to an external 
organisation for 1:1 intervention work by high schools and pupil referral units, being 
identified as disengaging or disengaged from education. This ensured that the 
research was relevant and with education settings having already identified these 
young people, the sample was consistent and provided data that was representative 
of the group in question (Walliman & Buckler, 2008). The fact that the sample was 
made up of young men of appropriate age, from a range of mainstream schools and 
pupil referral units throughout the city, enhances dependability. The use of 
triangulation by cross referencing data sets from various educational settings, as well 
as adopting a mixed-method approach, further enhances the reliability of the 
research. The settings in which the research was conducted included educational 
settings, youth centres, and participant's homes, ensuring respondents felt as 
comfortable as possible during the research process. All the research undertaken 
underwent ethical review, which was approved by the University of Huddersfield.  
 
Research analysis 
The data was analysed using coding and presented using a combination of 
description, explanation and interpretation (Denscombe, 2010). The findings show, to 
some extent, what was expected in terms of establishing the potential barriers to 



learning from the perspective of working-class boys. Surprisingly though, some 
participants enjoyed being at school on the whole. 19 of the 23 participants identified 
as white British, with 2 identifying as black Caribbean and 2 as mixed white/black 
Caribbean. 17 participants were currently being educated within mainstream schools 
in the city, with the remaining 6 at a PRU. Given the nature of the responses, some 
of the data was quantifiable and themes were evident, which offered some answers 
to the research questions (Densombe, 2010). These themes are presented in the 
form of bar charts in an attempt to improve clarity and will be discussed throughout 
the rest of the paper (Denscombe, 2010). The qualitative data collected was coded, 
linked with these themes and interwoven throughout the analysis. 
  
Social Class 
In terms of identifying the participant’s social class, each young person completed 
the BBC's (2013) test. The BBC (2013) conducted a study aimed at analysing the 
modern British class system and argues that defining class by occupation, wealth 
and education is now too simplistic. This research included measuring economic 
capital in terms of income, savings and property value, as well as social capital, 
including the number and status of people a person knows. The study also measured 
cultural capital, defined in this case as the extent and nature of cultural interests and 
activities. As a result, a new model made up of seven groups was established. Figure 
1 shows which of the BBC's identified class groups the 23 participants fell in to. As 
discussed in the literature review, these two class groups represented are the lowest 
of the seven identified by the BBC (2013) and could also be placed in to a broader 
'working-class' category, along with the BBC's other identified traditional working-
class and new affluent workers class groups. 
 

 
Figure 1. BBC Social class 
 
The BBC (2013) identifies the 'emergent service workers' class group as a new 
young urban group who do not have much money but tend to ‘live for today’. The 
'precariat' group is described as the poorest, most deprived class group, who score 
low economically, socially and culturally. If one was sceptical about the methods 
used to identify class, or the creditability of the BBC's (2013) test, Figure 2 contains 
an overview of the parental occupations of the participants. 
 



 
Figure 2. Parental occupation of participants 
 
If the 'Occupational Scale', used to identify social class in the 2011 census (Roberts, 
2011), is utilised, then a similar conclusion is reached. Using either measure, the 
young men who participated in the research for this study, were working-class, 
echoing Roberts' (2011) and Breen & Rottman's (1995) ideas, suggesting that class 
is still relevant in contemporary society.  
 
Aspirations 
Two questions about working-class boys’ aspirations were asked.  
 

 
Figure 3. I want to get a job in the future 
 
The results show that the participants aspired to gain employment after they finished 
in education (see Figure 3). With 48 percent of the participants representative of the 
BBC's (2013) 'precariat' or social class group located at the bottom, they would be 
members of the group Charles Murray (1994) contentiously described as the 
'underclass'. Whilst this sample is relatively small, these results certainly suggest that 
claims that many young men have little or no aspiration to work is a myth; and 
suggests that participants are 'not so much stable members of the underclass, as 
unstable members of the working class' (Buck, 1992, p19). This is further supported 
by comments from the interviewee who responded when questioned about his 
aspirations by saying 'I would like to do a job that I liked and was hands on' (see 



appendix 7). The data collected from the second question asked about aspirations is 
shown below (Figure 4).  
 

 
Figure 4. After I leave school want to go to university 
 
At the time of completing the questionnaire, 95 percent of the participants had no 
desire to progress in to higher education. These results would offer support to 
Jackson and Marsden's (1966) conclusions which suggested that working-class 
young people disengaged from education primarily because they wanted to enter the 
labour market as soon as possible. Fanon's (1961) ideas around consciousness 
could also be used to interpret these results. If working-class young men internalise 
the thought that university is out of their reach, or do not associate it with something 
that people 'like them' pursue, then it is probably unlikely that they will aspire to enter 
higher education. With the collapse of the traditional youth labour market (Simmons 
& Thompson, 2013) it means that these findings could be deeply problematic, 
especially if reflected nationally. Previously, 'educational policy failed to convince 
working-class parents that education was the key to upward social mobility' (Bourke, 
1994, p120), and these results suggest that it could still be the case in this city today.  
 
Behaviour as a barrier to learning 
Results from questions about participants' views on potential barriers to learning and 
positive engagement in education are shown in Figure 5 and 6. This data shows that 
the vast majority of participants self-identified as displaying poor behaviour in school, 
whilst also demonstrating an understanding that teachers would recognise or class 
this behaviour as poor. This behaviour would most certainly act as a barrier to 
learning and engagement with school and the results certainly go some way to 
supporting the national statistic, that in 2007, boys accounted for three quarters of 
fixed-term exclusions, and 80 percent of permanent exclusions (DfES 2007). 
 
 



 
Figure 5. My general behaviour in school is good 
 
 

 
Figure 6. My teachers would say my behaviour in school is good 
 
The answers given by the interviewee suggests that this poor behaviour is displayed 
in response to being treated unfairly by teachers. 
 

I: How would you describe your general behaviour in school? And what are 
the reasons for this behaviour? 

 
P: I don’t think it’s that bad, I just think it is when you get put in a certain 
situation where you feel as if you have to say something about what’s going 
on. 

 
 I: Go on, what do you mean by that? A certain situation by whom? 
 

P: Like teachers. They try to put you on the spot and make you feel 
uncomfortable about what’s happening in front of all your other pupils, like try 
and show you up by making their sarcastic comments. You could say it’s bad 
because of the attitude but it’s not. If I come across in the right way you would 
get it.  

 



A useful theory that could be used in an attempt to explain this poor behaviour, in 
relation to this city in particular, is MacDonald & Marsh's (2005) idea around schools 
focusing their resources on the pupils most likely to achieve academic success due 
to the demand for improvement by Ofsted. Table 1 shows that the academic 
attainment of young people in this city is below average.  
 

Variable Measure City were 
research 

carried out 

North West England 

Pupils Achieving 
5+ A* -C GCSEs 
or Equivalent, 

Including English 
and Mathematics 
(Persons, Sep11-

Aug12) 

% 54.5 58.9 58.8 

Unemployment 
Rate; Aged 16-64 
(Persons, Apr12-

Mar13) 

% 10.5 8.3 7.8 

 
Table 1. Academic attainment of young people (Source: ONS, 2014) 
 
With Ofsted publishing a report in 2013 about the standard of education in this local 
authority, resulting in a call for improvement, this could have damaging effects on 
these already underachieving working-class boys (DfE, 2014). As highlighted in the 
literature review, resources could then be employed elsewhere and working-class 
boys could be failing to receive the required support that would enable them to 
achieve. Unsurprisingly, Colley & Hodkinson (2001) argue that when this occurs, the 
socially excluded group become disillusioned and rebel, reflected in the poor 
behaviour displayed by the majority of participants of this study. The responses in 
Figure 7 could also link into the idea of working-class young men 'rebelling'. 
 

 
Figure 7. I try as hard as I can in school 
 



These results also support Burns & Bracey's (2001) theory about the culture within 
working-class environments, concerned with the lack of encouragement given to 
boys to apply themselves at school. As Wilson and Pickett (2010, p115) note:  

 
While education is viewed by the middle class and by teachers and policy 
makers as the way upwards and outwards for the poor and working class, 
these values are not always subscribed to by the poor and working class 
themselves.  

 
Whilst this was perhaps not as important when there were considerable employment 
opportunities for working-class young men leaving school, it has become a problem 
that will continue to escalate.  
 
Pupil/Teacher relationships as a barrier 
The following questions were asked in an attempt to gain an understanding about 
whether teacher/pupil relationships act as a barrier to educational engagement. 
These findings are presented in figures 8 and 9.  
 
 

 
Figure 8. Teachers listen to me 
 

 
Figure 9. Teachers treat me fairly 
 



These two questions were particularly concerned with understanding how 
participants felt they were treated by teachers. It was hoped the results would offer 
some indication as to whether there was a perception that the participants felt that 
they were neither listened to, nor treated fairly by teachers: and as the results show, 
68 percent of the participants felt this was the case. The findings also indicate that 
this could be a consequence of government policies such as Bridging the Gap (SEU, 
1999), policies which have the potential to indirectly socially exclude working-class 
males not only within this city, but nationally. This would inevitably contribute to their 
perceived oppression, potentially causing them to disengage as a result. The 
following extract taken from the interview conducted supports this argument.  
 

I: How would you describe your relationships with teachers and why? 
 
P: It depends what teachers, some teachers try and, like if you’re ok with me 
then I’m never disrespectful or disrupt your lesson or anything but when 
teachers try and make a problem, that’s where I come across as disrespectful 
and aggressive. 

 
 I: ...so do you feel like teachers treat you fairly? 
 
 P: No, not all the time. 
 
 I: And do you feel like teachers respect you? 
 

P: It depends on which teacher it is; because some of them will just, you 
know, already have their opinion on you and wont, or they will have you down 
as something before they even know you. 

 
Although the qualitative data presented enriches the quantitative data regarding this 
issue, and certainly emphasises that this is indeed an idea worth engaging with, it 
could be argued that because 32 percent of the participants expressed that they felt 
teachers did listen to them and treated them fairly this shows that this cannot be 
considered a barrier to engagement in isolation. Within the theme of teacher/pupil 
relationships, whether the participants felt like they could relate to teachers needed 
to be explored. Figure 10 and 11 outline the questions asked and the responses.  
 

 
Figure 10. Teachers are people who are similar to me 



 

 
Figure 11. My teachers understand what it’s like growing up in this area 
 
These findings reflect the argument that working-class males do not see teachers as 
role models. The results overwhelmingly acknowledge this, with 95 percent of the 
participants having the opinion that teachers are not similar to them. In addition, 91 
percent also felt that teachers did not understand what it was like to grow up in area, 
another question which could be attributed to the problem working-class boys have 
with relating to teachers. Although these findings only relate to a small sample of 
working-class boys within a particular city, they do indicate that this is an idea worthy 
of further exploration. Bourke's (1994) claims about working-class boys struggling to 
relate to the male teachers are particularly relevant. In the interview the young man 
responded with, ‘no, not at all’ when asked whether he can relate to teachers and 
whether they are similar to him. When asked to expand on this, the participant 
added:  
 
Because they just, they have got no, just look at them, they don’t have, like they 
don’t think about what’s going on, they just think they know, they don’t have the 
same problems.  
 
These comments also support Sax's (2007) concerns about with the widening gap 
between the generations.  
 
Attitudes to Curriculum & Education System 
In an attempt to establish whether or not the education system and the content of the 
national curriculum affected educational disengagement, four questions were asked. 
Before the results are presented, comments were made by the participants that 
relate to these themes. One respondent wrote 'school is shit and they teach pointless 
stuff'. Another wrote 'when the teacher comes in the room you have to stand up, it's 
fucking daft'. Willis' (1977) argument that working-class boys reject the middle-class 
values entrenched within the education system could go some way to explain the 
latter comment. Figure 12 clearly shows that 100 percent of the participants claimed 
to get bored in lessons. 
 



 
Figure 12. I normally get bored in lessons 
 
This links closely with Paulo Freire's (1996) argument concerning individual’s 
disengagement from education if the curriculum is not relevant to their situation. The 
findings in the table below offer further support to this viewpoint with 77 percent of 
the participants disagreeing with the suggestion that the work they do in school 
interests them. 
 

 
Figure 13. The work done in lessons is interesting 
 
When asked to offer his thoughts on the content of the work covered in lessons, the 
interviewee responded as follows:  
 

I don’t think it’s important, it’s not, it doesn’t help you with anything. Like in 
history when do we really need to know when Queen Elizabeth was born 
when will we be going for that job?. 

 
This quotation supports the findings presented in Figure 13, whilst offering a link to 
the results presented in Figure 14.  
 



  
Figure 14. The work we do in lessons is a waste of time 
 
If a chart was used to present the findings from the more generic question about 
whether participants saw school as a waste of time, the results would be identical 
with the Figure 14. Surprisingly, though, a slight majority of participants were of the 
opinion that the work in lessons is not a waste of time, as well as school as a whole. 
This seems to conflict with Bourke's findings that 'working-class respondents felt that 
education was theoretical and had little practical bearing on everyday life' (Bourke, 
1994, p120). A comment made by one participant stated that 'school will help me in 
the future but I don't like going. I only done education in jail to get me out of my pad', 
supporting the majority in terms of this particular idea. Bourke's (1994) study was 
conducted 20 years ago, so the shift may be understandable, although the following 
data would indicate that Bourke’s ideas are indeed still relevant today.  
 
 I: So you don’t think the work you do in lessons is going to help you in life?. 
 

P: No not really. They teach you about things that they think are important... 
they are not like us, they didn’t really make the day what it is today.   

 
So, whilst the overwhelming majority of participants disagreed or strongly disagreed 
with the idea that lessons are interesting, they were split when asked whether or not 
it was a waste of time. When analysed with the qualitative data one could arguably 
come to the conclusion that whilst respondents did not see education as necessarily 
relevant to a desired profession, they are beginning to see that it is required as a 
stepping stone to get them to where they want to be in terms of employment. Again, 
it is important to note that the sample was a small one, so these findings cannot 
claim to apply nationally, or even to the majority of working-class boys in Salford.  
 
Attitudes to school 
Three questions were asked to gain an insight in to the attitudes of working-class 
boys towards education. The data is presented in Figure 15.  
 



 
Figure 15. Most of the time I don’t want to go to school 
 
These results show that 64 percent of the participants felt like they did not want to go 
to school most of the time and an additional comment made was 'school is shit but I 
have to go'.  
 

 
Figure 16. If I didn’t have to go in to school I wouldn’t bother 
 
73 percent of the participants said they would not go to school if they did not have to 
(see Figure 16). Although this percentage is high, it arguably says little about 
educational disengagement. If people were asked whether they would go to work if 
they did not have to, then the results could be similar. This would not mean that 
people who did not want to go to work would necessarily disengage with work as a 
result, although the factor of age must be considered when making comparisons 
between school and work.  
 



 
Figure 17. Overall, I like being at school 
 
The results shown in Figure 17 indicate a split amongst the participants in terms of 
whether the liked being at school on the whole. Interestingly, 54 percent indicated 
that they did not, 46 percent suggested that they did with the extract below, taken 
from the interview, offering more insight.  
 
 I: Can you briefly describe some of the things that you like about school?. 
 

P: I like going in in a morning and going into lessons and being with my 
friends. 
 

 I: So anything else?. 
 

P: I like going into a lesson with a good teacher when you are actually 
learning stuff, because it’s decent. 
 
I: Okay can you describe some of the things that you don’t like about school?. 
 
P: I don’t like the way that teachers can do something that you can’t, and it’s 
like its normal. 
 

 I: What do you mean do something that you can’t?. 
 

P: Like they can make a sarcastic comment to you and nothing is said about it 
but when you do one to them then there will be a consequence.  

 
These results emphasise a recurring theme, which has been evident throughout, that 
educational disengagement is a result of negative relationships between teachers 
and pupils, at least from the perspective of these working-class boys.  
 



Alternate Factors 
Participants were asked the question below (Figure 18), which on reflection, was 
perhaps too vague.  
 

 
Figure 18. I have more important things to worry about than school 
 
With 77 percent of the participants claiming to have more important things to worry 
about than school, the percentage of participants eligible for free school meals (FSM) 
may offer some indication as to what these more important things may consist of. 
The DfE (2012) indicates that those eligible for FSM are living in deprived 
circumstances. 43 percent of respondents indicated that they claimed FSM. In a 
government paper which explored FSM, it was concluded that at least 14 percent of 
the pupils entitled to FSM are not actually claiming them (DfE, 2012). In 2013, 37.9 
percent of pupils who qualified for FSM got 5 GCSEs compared with 64.6 percent of 
those who did not qualify (DfE, 2014). This demonstrates the impact that deprivation 
may have on educational disengagement. Ivan Illich (1996, p6) argued that 
 

‘It should be obvious that even with schools of equal quality a poor child can 
seldom catch up with a rich one. Even if they attend equal schools and begin 
at the same age, poor children lack most of the educational opportunities 
which are casually available to the middle-class child so the poorer student 
will generally fall behind so long as he depends on the school for 
advancement or learning’.  

 
Findings 
The findings offer a critical insight in to some of the factors affecting working-class 
boys' engagement with education in this city, suggesting that there are a combination 
of factors, including deprivation (DfE, 2012), an inappropriate curriculum for certain 
groups, as well as an education system which is not truly inclusive of everyone 
(Illich, 1996). Perhaps the most significant barrier identified, however, was the 
pupil/teacher relationship, particularly concerning the issue of ‘relate-ability’.  
 
Conclusion 
This study has identified some of the factors contributing towards educational 
disengagement of working-class boys in this city, alongside some potential barriers 
towards learning. It also uncovered the aspirations this particular group have for their 
futures, a crucial insight in the attempt to answer the research questions. The 



findings indicated that there are a number of factors, as suggested by Sax (2007), 
which impact on their disengagement from education. The education system, 
including the national curriculum as well as government policy, affects young people 
and it is important to recognise that 'educational disadvantage cannot be cured by 
relying on education within the school' (Illich, 1996, p5). Other factors, including 
deprivation, have the potential to increase the risk of disengagement. Findings from 
this study put a strong emphasis on the negative relationships between working-
class young men and their teachers. The fact that appearance alone could now be 
an issue for working-class boys cannot be ignored.  
 
Statistics clearly demonstrate the magnitude of the problem as certain boys continue 
to underachieve (DfE, 2014), especially those from low-income families (Ofsted 
2103). If concerns about the levels of educational engagement in relation to this 
particular city as a local authority (Ofsted, 2013) are also taken into consideration, 
then it could be concluded that this specific group of young men from the city are of 
particular concern. If the situation is to improve, 'it is important to recognise the 
gendered nature of society because it is a major source of social identity' (Billington, 
Hockey & Strawbridge, 1998, p27) and that, to a large extent, social structures, class 
in this case, are more important in influencing peoples' lives than individual 
characteristics (Taylor et al., 2001). This means discussing the role of gender 
alongside other variables such as ethnicity and social class ensures that the focus is 
not solely on the concept of the 'gender gap' in education. 
 
In terms of offering ways forward, schools must look at employing members of staff, 
whether this is teachers, mentors, or any kind of support staff to whom pupils can 
relate. It is fundamental that this process is carried out with input from young people, 
as their idea of potential role models can differ from that of a professional. Illich's 
(1996) suggestion that 'at best, a small fraction of each dollar intended to remedy a 
poor child's disadvantages in learning could reach the child through the school 
budget' (Illich, 1996, p6) is surely relevant in Britain today. The pupil premium (DfE, 
2014) needs to find its way to the pupils it is intended to 'help' if the position of 
working-class boys is to improve. Importantly: 

 
The fact is that boys now leaving these schools, unlike their fathers, 
encounter the situation where there are no jobs for life. By raising boys' 
awareness of the situation that faces them, the schools may well help boys to 
recognise the importance of their education and give them added motivation 
to succeed. 
(Burns & Bracey, 2001, p155) 

 
Careful consideration that this could potentially demotivate them most be given, 
however with effective methods, this could be the way to move forward.  
 
A review of the national curriculum with a shift towards 'education focusing on the 
process of learning, rather than swathes of imminently outdated content and a focus 
on satisfaction with “being” rather than “having”’ (Coates, 2010, p112) is something 
that is desperately required, although unlikely to happen within the current neo-
liberal thinking of today. After all, 'the biggest influence on educational attainment, 
how well a child performs in school and later in higher education, is family 
background' (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2010, p103). These families, though, are impacted 



by the Coalition Government still implementing policies that 'hit the poor the hardest' 
(Dean, 2013), so, sadly, the challenge is becoming even more difficult as inequality 
continues to widen in 21st Century Britain.  
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